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JEAN RIBAUT, HIS PERSONALITY AND
ACHIEVEMENTS
[This essay was awarded a first prize in the Irving Bacheller-Florida Historical Society contest for Florida high-school
students, held at Rollins College under the direction of Alfred
J. Hanna, February twenty-first last. Mr. Curry, its author,
is a student in Orlando High School. The other prize-winners
and the subjects of their essays were: Ruthjeanne Bellamy,
also of Orlando High School, who wrote on Pirates of the
Florida Coast; Nellie Kennedy, of Hernando High School,
Brooksville, who wrote on the same subject; and Chester R.
Yates, of Plant City High School, on Territorial and Early
Statehood of Florida.]

Among those few characters of history who have
written their names into the hearts of people everywhere, there is none that ever achieved this. enviable
position that did not have before him a worthwhile goal
far which he was striving.
And so in the life of Jean Ribaut, we naturally seek
out those purposes that made of his career such an exemplary one. And yet, these purposes are not hard to
discover, for every action that he ever performed, every
word that he ever uttered, and indeed, every thought
that ever entered his mind, were influenced by two
great purposes, which were, namely, the expansion of
his Huguenot faith and of his native land, France.
In 1562, when Admiral Coligny, the Huguenot leader of France, was searching for someone to command
the expedition he was sending to America, his first
thought was of Jean Ribaut. There was the man he
wanted. One, who besides being an experienced and
able seaman was also both virtuous and honorable. Such
men are rare enough in any age, and Coligny must have
considered himself fortunate to have a man with the
character of Ribaut at the head of his new enterprise.
It was almost May when Ribaut first sighted the
Florida coast from his fleet. After the long and tedi-
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ous ocean voyage, the new land was a veritable paradise to them. In his quaint narrative; Ribaut was brimming over with good spirits when he wrote of Florida
as being, “the fairest, frutefullest and pleasantest of
all the world.”
It was here that Ribaut lingered leisurely, exploring
the various rivers and inlets which emptied into the
sea, and in addition, observing the native Indians and
their mode of living. Upon the bank of the River of
May, which is now called the St. Johns, he found time
to plant a pillar to substantiate the claim of France to
this new world.
Farther up the coast, somewhere near Port Royal,
South Carolina, the colony which he determined would
be a refuge for all Huguenots was founded, and which
Ribaut named after his youthful sovereign, Charles IX,
Charlesfort. After strengthening the new settlement
as much as was in his power, he sailed away toward
France.
When he arrived at home, the country was in turmoil. A religious war, between Catholic and Huguenot,
was raging in all its fierceness, and as would be expected from a man of Ribaut’s character, he took an
active part in the defense of his native city, Dieppe.
After the surrender, though, of that town, Ribaut
sought a refuge in London.
It was while here in the British capital, that the
English translation of “The Last and True Discouerye”
appeared, in which Ribaut portrayed the attractions of
Florida in the most glowing colors.
Not long afterward Ribaut is granted an audience
with Queen Elizabeth. When the fact of Ribaut’s prominence is kept in mind, this act on the part of the Queen
is not surprising. She was ever on the lookout for
means to increase her nation’s influence, and Ribaut
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could easily be a means to that end, either directly or
indirectly.
But the next report of him is not cheerful. Living
in London at that time was an unscrupulous individual,
by the name of Stukely, whose purpose was to organize a fleet for Florida and the West Indies. He had
been unusually fortunate in securing the support of influential and reliable persons, and the scheme had every
appearance of being entirely dependable. Even Queen
Elizabeth agreed to furnish a ship for the enterprise.
Ribaut seems to be convinced of the soundness of
the undertaking, when suddenly, Elizabeth withdraws
her support. It then became evident to him that the
scheme was extremely questionable. But Ribaut was
then in a deeper quandary than ever. At length, in an
attempt to solve the problem that had been thrust upon
him he tried to escape to France in a Flemish vessel
with four hostages. Most unfortunately for Ribaut,
they were all captured at Gravesend, and he was sent
to London and there imprisoned.
Meanwhile, though, the colony that he had left at
Charlesfort had ended with disaster. But Coligny was
not willing to surrender. As soon as peace was restored
to France, he dispatched another group of colonists to
Florida under Laudonniere. This new venture which
took the name of Fort Caroline, settled along the St.
Johns, near the place where Ribaut had placed his
pillar.
Not long after the new expedition had left France,
Ribaut, when he had obtained his release, returned once
more to his native land. Anxious to be employed again
in the service of his faith and country, he was overjoyed
when Coligny gratified that desire, by placing him in
command of a fleet of seven ships that would sail for
Fort Caroline, which by that time would be in need of
additional supplies. Besides heading the fleet to Flor-
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ida, he was to relieve Laudonniere of the command.
The heart of Ribaut was filled once more with the
hope of a glorious consummation of his life’s purposes.
Once more he beheld the vision of a stronghold for
Huguenots, and with it, a stronghold for France. Every
sign pointed to the fulfillment of this honorable ambition, and he could have hardly realized the fate in store
for him, even if he had been forewarned.
The inhabitants of little Fort Caroline rejoiced to
see him. The depression which had hung over them
was lifted with the arrival of reenforcements and news
from home. The banks of the River of May teemed
with life and happiness, and trouble seemed far away.
And yet, that night from one of the French vessels
anchored at sea, a grim hulk was discerned floating
slowly toward them through the blackness; and flaunting the banner of Spain. By morning the Spanish fleet
was there. Menendez placed his ships so that the great
French vessels that had been incapable of entering the
river were unable to communicate with the ships on the
inside. Affairs seemed black for the French, when suddenly, completely upsetting the carefully-laid plans of
the Spaniards, they cut their cables and flew before
the stiff wind. The Spanish pursued them, firing at
them all the while, but they were a poor match for the
French and soon halted their pursuit. After stopping
the search for the French, the Spaniards retired to St.
Augustine and began the foundations of the oldest city
within the United States.
Back at Fort Caroline, however, Ribaut was holding
a council of war. Should they stay at home and fortify
themselves, and there await the arrival of the Spaniards? Or should they take the four ships that had returned and go in search for them? Ribaut was firmly
convinced that they should pursue the latter course.
But the others were as firmly convinced of the former
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plan. To strengthen his stand Ribaut reminded them
of a letter he had with him from Coligny, which he, construed to be an order to attack the Spaniards. So, believing this to be the Huguenot leader’s wish, Ribaut
went in search of the Spanish fleet.
Up and down the Florida coast, he sought them.
After many days, he was ready to call the chase a fruitless one and return to Fort Caroline, when a storm
broke upon them. The great ships that he had been so
proud to command were blown down the coast like
fragile bits of paper, and ruthlessly cast upon the
sandy beach.
A few of the French sailors, including Ribaut, were
able to reach the shore and began to toil northwards in
hopes of reaching the fort. When they reached Matanzas inlet, they were unable to cross.
The rest of the story is known all over the world.
Menendez went in search for them, and after speaking
equivocally, so as to induce them to surrender, gained
their confidence, and had them all murdered.
Strange to say, though Menendez was Ribaut’s
greatest enemy in all of his attempts to strengthen his
faith and nation, and was finally successful in thwarting the accomplishment of the two purposes of that
great man’s life, it is he that has left us the most faithful and laudable portrait of Ribaut. It was Menendez
that said of him: “The King of France could do more
with him with fifty thousand ducats than with others
with five hundred thousand; and he could do more in
one year than another in ten, for he was the most experienced seaman and corsair known, and very skillful
in this navigation of the Indies and the coast of Florida.”
It is but another irony of fate that history should
have put the truest appreciation of a man in the mouth
of his most bitter adversary.
K ENNETH
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